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L I T E R A T U R E  
RAMON LLULL 
ACCORDING TO THE PERIOD AND THE VIEWPOINT, HE HAS BEEN 
CONSIDERED A HERETIC, A MARTYR, AN ALCHEMIST, 
A CABALIST, THE FORERUNNER OF TODAY'S INFORMATION 
PROCESSING, THE INVENTOR OF DISTILLATION AND OF THE SHIP'S 
COMPASS, THE CONSOLIDATOR OF THE CATALAN LANGUAGE, 
THE FIRST OF THE GREAT HISPANIC MYSTICS, THE FIRST 
EUROPEAN TO WRITE PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY IN THE 
VERNACULAR. 
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ho was Rarnon Llull? Few figures 
in history have had so rnany dif- 
ferent irnages. According to the 
period and the viewpoint, he has been 
'considered a .heretic, 'a rnártyr, an alche- 
rnist, a cabalist, the forerunner of today's 
information processing, the inventor of 
distillation and of the ship's cornpass, the 
consolidator of the Catalan language, the 
first of the great Hispanic rnystics, the first 
European to write philosophy and theolo- 
gy in the vernacular, etc., etc. The list could 
be extended, but we would always be left 
with the irnpression of a bizarre figure of 
the sort one never quite knows how to 
describe: as a saint or a charlatan, a ge- 
nius or an idiota illitertvs, as he was called 
by the Renaissance. In spite of everything, 
researchers have recently begun to paint 
a picture of hirn as less of an oddity and 
more of an irnportant intellectual figure, 
on the basis both of his own work and of 
the influence he had on later centuries. 
But before we look at this picture, we 
have to wipe the slate clean of the leg- 
ends surrounding Llull, and insist that he 
was not a rnartyr, or a heretic, or an 
alchernist, or a cabbalist, nor did he in- 
vent anything in the realrn of technology. 
And if his achievernents rnarked a 
breakthrough in hurnan knowledge, this 
was not due to a desire for intellectual 
erninence or to supposed spiritual rarities, 
but was the natural result of the way he 
approached his rnission, or, rather, of 
what his mission offered him. 
We have to rernernber that he was born in 
Majorca, in 1232 or early 1233, just 
three years after the island was con- 
quered by the Catalans. In this frontier 
post Rarnon Llull lived the youth of a 
courtier, troubadour and Don Juan. He 
married and had a son and a daughter, in 
spite of which he carried on with his life of 
debauchery until, at the age of thidy, a re- 
peated vision of Christ on the cross con- 
verted hirn to one of religion. The decision 
to dedicate this new life to converting 
infidels was also the natural consequence 
of the large number of Moslerns and Jews 
who still lived on his island. In view of the 
failure of other attempts in this field, he 
decided to use a cornpletely new method, 
based rnainly on two points: first, not to 
waste time countering the argurnents put 
forward by his adversary (who took up a 
defensive position as soon as he felt his 
faith attacked), but to try and prove the 
truth of the Christian faith; and second, not 
to resort to authorities (to which the 
adversary always replied that he had a 
different interpretation), but to create 
a cornpletely self-supporting system. 
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After years of meditation and prepara- 
tion, during which he wrote an immense, 
semi-mystical work, the Libre de contem- 
plació, a synthesis of his whole thinking, a 
second vision finally provided him with 
an idea of how to fit everything into the 
single, self-supporting system he was 
searching for. Feverishly he set about writ- 
ing books explaining this system, which he 
called the Art maior or, later, the Art ge- 
neral, and showing how, precisely 
because it was so 'general', it was appli- 
cable to al1 the the other human sciences 
-theology, philosophy, law, medicine, 
etc. It also turns up hidden behind the co- 
ven of his magnificent literary work, parh'c- 
ularly in two novels: Blanquerna (which 
includes his most extraordinary work of 
mysticism, the Libre d'amic e amad and 
Felix or the Libre de meravelles (which 
inclues a miniature masterpiece of medie- 
val animal fables, the Libre de les besties). 
And so, reworking his system for different 
pubiics, demonstrating its applicability in 
yet other fields, explaining its working to 
one and all, and trying to show its validity, 
he travelled al1 over Europe. He was 
granted audiences by a series of popes, 
kings (of Aragon, France, Naples and Cy- 
prus, where he travelled in 1301 -2) and 
other dignitaries, always spurred on by his 
mission. For years, though, he failed to 
find the acceptance he felt he deserved. 
This was partly due to the strangeness of 
his system, which was always accom- 
panied by wheels, squares and tables, so 
as to be able to combine its basic el- 
ements, and partly to the attempt to prove 
the articles of faith, which, for the Inqui- 
sition, could seem to contain a suggestion 
of heresy. It was not until131 0, on the last 
of his four visits to Paris, then considered 
the intellectual centre of the continent, that 
his Art breu, a summary of the latest, most 
important reformulation of the Art, the Art 
general última, received the approval he 
had been seeking for so long. The follow- 
ing year he had another success, at the 
general church council of Vienne, south of 
Lyons, where his plans for the promotion 
of missionary schools were accepted. 
However, his own missionary efforts in 
North Africa were nota great success. His 
first two journeys, to Tunis and Bugia, 
culminated in his expulsion (on the second 
occasion he very nearly ended up as a 
mariyr), and the third (to Tunis) is the most 
mysterious of all. All we know about it are 
the works he wrote there, the last of which 
is dated December 131 5, at which point 
he vanishes from history altogether. It is 
thought that he died at the beginning of 
the following year, at the age of 83 or 84, 
but we do not know where, whether it 
was there, in North Africa, on the return 
iourney, or back on the island he was 
born on and where he was buried, in the 
church of Sant Francesc de Palma. 
If his Art system posed problems while he 
was alive, it was to be even more con- 
troversial after its inventor's death. After 
his condemnation (1 378) and rehabili- 
tation (1 41 6) by the church, he was still 
frowned on for many years, to the extent 
that those fifteenth century thinkers who 
were most influenced by him found it 
more convenient to play down their debt 
to him. Nevertheless, it was through one 
of these, the German cardinal Nicholas 
of Cusa, that Ramon Llull came to form 
part of Renaissance thinking. But it was 
not until the end of the century that he 
was completely rehabilitated, openly dis- 
cussed, and published in Italy, Catalonia, 
Castile (Cardinal Cisneros was a great 
promoter of Llull) and France. There is an 
endless list of names from the Renais- 
sance and the Baroque that comment, 
edit or use his work, the best known of 
which are Giordano Bruno and Leibniz. It 
was in fact due to the second of these 
that Llull came to form part of the history 
of western logic, as a forerunner of 
modern logic, and even of today's 
computer science. 
During our own century, researchers have 
undertaken two tasks: that of publishing 
his voluminous writings (265 books at the 
last count) and of examining the thinkings 
contained in them. With the publication of 
21 volumes of the Catalan venion be- 
tween 1905 and 1950, the recently 
begun continuation of this proiect, the 
15 volumes of the Latin version so far 
published in Freiburg, in Germany, and 
the increasing number of studies of his 
thinking published al1 over Europe and 
America, it seems safe to say that the cur- 
rent recovery of Catalan culture's fint and 
possibly greatest penonality is well under 
way. • 
